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Abstract 
A study using quantitative analysis determined the performance of Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) involved in the production of leather footwear and other leather products. 
The study was carried out in February 2014 in selected countries with no previous baseline 
studies related to SME’s associated with the leather sector. Therefore, the study covered 
Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe. The main objective was to identify critical 
factors that undermine the growth of these SMEs’ with regard to turnover, employment, 
exports and profitability. Seventy-six SMEs were interviewed during the study period with 
data collection using a semi-structured questionnaire, visits to production units, discussion 
with key informants and involving a consultative review which encompassed different 
documents and reports. The outcome of the interview was then expressed as numerical 
attributes depicting various results of measured variables. For example, the demographic 
trends indicated average number of employees per SME ranged from 2.68 ±1.16 persons for 
Zimbabwe to 11.38 ±12.26 persons for Kenya with an overall average for all the sample 
countries standing at 5.5± 6.18 persons. The study further showed that Females represented 
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more than one third of the employees in all the countries sampled. Production wise on 
average, SMEs produced 18.9 ±22.7 and 27.8 ±43.3 pairs per day for men and ladies shoes 
respectively. On the other hand the average output for School shoes and Sandals stood at, 
26.5 ±33.5 and 25.5 ±21.3 respectively. The labour productivity per day was 3.4 pairs for men 
shoes, 5 pairs for ladies shoes, 4.8 pairs for school shoes and 4.6 pairs for sandals. Thus, the 
study demonstrated that  based on average productivity of above ten  pairs per person 
observed in India and China, the performance of the selected countries SMEs were dismal  
with respect to productivity. The lowered productivity meant the SMEs were uncompetitive 
and unable to meet market demand at the national and regional level. Mostly, their 
shortcomings were related to a plethora of challenges being faced by these SMEs where 
overall citations in decreasing order were lack of machineries, raw material problem 
(availability, cost and quality), financial problem (working capital) and market problem among 
others. Therefore, interventions that promote SMEs development need to address the stated 
challenges that the sector is currently facing in a holistic manner. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
The post economic structural adjustment era, has witnessed the entry of Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) in the footwear production business in the Common Market for Eastern 
and Southern African (COMESA) region after the demise of large enterprise, which were 
either privately or publicly owned. These SMEs account for more than 95% of all firms (Fjose 
et al., 2010). Properly managed SMEs have the potential to achieve rapid economic growth, 
while generating a considerable extent of employment opportunities and generating revenue 
(Reddy, 1991). Resources dispersed all over a country can be utilized efficiently and 
economically in developing SMEs that could facilitate development of the rural sector as well 
(Priyanath, 2006).  
 
The COMESA region which encompasses 19 countries in Africa owns 11% of the world 
livestock population (FAO Stat 2012). Supported with the high meat consumption in the 
continent, a strong raw material base of hides and skins is potentially created, a critical 
preamble to leather processing. The leather sector, other than having tremendous potential 
for domestic and foreign exchange earnings, plays a substantial role in availing direct and 
indirect employment opportunities, rural development through enhanced  productivity along 
the value chain in the region (Dalgin, 2010; Mwinyihija and Quisenberry, 2013). However, the 
value addition initiative in the COMESA Leather Value Chain is currently very limited. This is 
conspicuous with most countries exporting almost 100% of their output as wetblue (semi 
processed stage of leather), rather than finished leather or products (e.g. footwear). This 
scenario, therefore, had negative ramification to the regional SMEs denying these enterprises 
essential inputs material (i.e. leather) required for various product development (garments, 
belts, bags, footwear etc). 
 
In order to tap into the potential of the leather sector through evidence based choices of 
interventions for SMEs development, COMESA/LLPI deemed it necessary to conduct a 
baseline study. The main objective of the study was to enhance an in-depth understanding of 
leather sector related SMEs and further determine through a quantitative analysis current 
production performance which would assist then provide diagnostics to the perils facing the 
SMEs.  
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2.0 Methodology 
2.1 Study area and study population 
 
The study was conducted from February to March, 2014 period in selected COMESA 
Countries, namely, Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe. In all the five countries, 
SMEs represent the largest operators who practice artisanal production in the leather sector. 
Purposive sampling was used to select the SMEs using a similar but modified technique 
earlier carried out by Shirey (2011). The reason for choosing this methodology was to 
optimize and target operational SMEs participation. The study, due to time and budgetary 
limitation considered SMEs situated in and around the capital cities of the selected countries. 
A total of 76 SMEs volunteered to participate in the present study. The owners were the ones 
interviewed, as they are the key decision makers in all aspects of the business operations. 
Table 1 shows the study participants distribution by country and percentages. 
 
Table 1. SMEs interviewed by Country 
Country No. of Respondents Percentage (%) 
Burundi 9 11.8 
Kenya 14 18.4 
Rwanda 10 13.2 
Uganda 14 18.4 
Zimbabwe 29 38.1 
Total 76 100 
 
2.2 Data collection 
 
Data were collected through a previously tested and validated semi-structured questionnaire 
interview (Mwinyihija and Quisenberry, 2013; Mwinyihija, 2014a) modified and further 
supported with visits to SMEs‟ production premises, personally administered by the 
researchers. SMEs‟ manufactured footwear and other leather products were photographed 
during the visits. The heads of the SMEs were selected and contacted as the core 
participants due to their direct roles as decision makers related to production and sale of 
footwear and leather goods. Variables inspected during the appraisal visit of the identified 
production units targeted SME manufactured products, tools and machineries used for shoe 
making and aspects influencing work environment. As dictated with prevailing circumstances 
further information to supplement the interview was gathered from key informants through 
informal discussions. 
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2.3 Data analysis 
 
The study used descriptive statistics to summarize the sample‟s measures of central 
tendencies (i.e. means, etc.) and variability (i.e. standard deviations) to determine whether 
the data sets would exhibit deviations (positive or negative)  using Microsoft Excel.™  
Resultant tables and bar charts were used to illustrate emerging trends of the study for ease 
of comprehension.  Other related data was derived from direct observations and key 
informants to enrich on the deduction of the study. All data obtained were translated to 
numericalized comparative basis to acquire quantitative data summaries. 
 
3.0 Results and Discussion 
3.1 Socio- Economic Profile of SMEs in the Footwear Subsector 
 
The mean age of SMEs owners ranged from 37.8 ±5.3years for Burundi to 44.89 ±7.7 years 
for Kenya. The duration that the SMEs were operational also varied among the study 
countries  ranging from 1 to 30 years. Nearly 53% had less than ten years existence 
followed by 27 % which were in 11-20 years and the remaining 20% had 21 to 30 years of 
SME experience. The mean duration (for the lowest and highest) that the SMEs were 
operational ranged from 9.18 ± 7.48 years (for Zimbabwe) to 17.71 ±8.38 years (for Kenya) 
(Table 2). This is in agreement with what was reported by Mwinyihija (2014) for Kenya‟s 
leather value chain study.  Fifty three percent of the SMEs had lowest mean duration in 
experience reflecting the important role that is required to strengthen the SME‟s capacity in 
job creation, quality product development and meeting increased demand.  
 
During the study  the SMEs in the selected countries indicated varied employee sizes with 
75% of the SMEs having less than 5 employees. Average employees‟ number per SME 
ranged from 2.68 ±1.16 persons (for Zimbabwe) to 11.38 ±12.26 persons (for Kenya), with 
female employees representing up to 45% (e.g. Kenya, Table 2). All countries taken together 
the average employees‟ number per SME was 5.5 ± 6.18 of which 33% were female 
employees. Overall Female owned SMEs were, however, very few in numbers across the 
sampled population.  This limited participation of women in assessed SME ownership, 
despite their representation for up to nearly half of the work force, reflects the challenges 
women face in their quest to start and run leather related business enterprises. This position 
concurs with Richardson et al., (2004) observation where the existence of several key issues 
in operational business environment that create undue problems and difficulties for women as 
opposed to men was reported. This particularly concerns female business engagement when 
it related to the start-up phases and nurturing the enterprises to higher stages of growth.  As 
COMESA 
Leather and Leather Products Institute 
Journal of African Leather and Leather Products Advances 
ISSN: 2410-0838 
2014, Vol. 1, No. 1 
http://jallpa.comesa-llpi.org  Leather for Health, Wealth and Luxury! 6 
such, the whole engagement of women in the leather SME‟s activities need to be revitalized by 
providing a conducive operating environment that will incentivize the sector in promoting 
higher levels of participation. This could include empowering and gender mainstreaming in 
machine based engagement and leather processing skills development as a critical 
intervention. Table 2 summarizes some of the characteristics of the SMEs who were 
interviewed. 
Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of SMEs in Study Countries 
 
Country 
Mean Age 
of SME 
owner 
SMEs 
Owned by 
Female (%) 
Years of 
Experience 
Employees 
size 
Female 
employees 
(%) 
Burundi 37.8 ±5.3 0 16.5±6.63 6.12±3.2 35.3 
Kenya 44.89 ±7.7 22.2 17.71 ±8.38 11.38 ±12.26 45.05 
Rwanda 34.33±8.36 16.66 11 ±8.29 5.67 ±2.07 14.71 
Uganda 40±7.3 22.2 13 ±7.4 5.89 ± 5.25 30.19 
Zimbabwe 39.74 ±6.88 5.26 9.18 ± 7.48 2.68 ±1.16 21.57 
 
Table 3 shows level of education of SME owners. Almost all SMEs owners had secondary or 
above education level. More than half of the Ugandan SME owners were Diploma holders. 
However, the proportion of SMEs owners with specialized courses in leather sector (i.e 
vocational training) are low, thus, demonstrating the need for capacity building. This initiative 
of addressing capacity building  to the leather sector  would in particular  enhance skills for 
appropriate product development in areas of footwear and leather goods.  
Table 3. Specific Level of Education of SME Owners (N=47) 
Countries 
Primary 
( %) 
Secondary 
( %) 
Vocational 
( %) 
Certificate 
(%) 
Diploma 
( %) 
Degree 
( %) 
Others 
( %) 
Burundi  - 14.3     - 28.6 42.8 - 14.3 
Kenya  - 33.3 11.1 22.2 33.3 - - 
Rwanda  16.7 16.7 33.3 16.7 16.7 - - 
Uganda  - 11.1 - 11.1 55.5 22.2 - 
Zimbabwe  - 50 4.5 31.8 4.5 - 9.1 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the proportions of SMEs Owners with different levels of Education. SME 
owners depicted higher numbers of persons holding Diploma, Secondary and tertiary 
certificate educational levels compared to other levels. It has been established that higher 
levels of education has positive association with technology adoption and quality production. 
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Figure 1: Overall Education Level of SMEs for all the Selected Countries  
 
A close scrutiny of particular areas of the leather sector in all the selected countries, with 
exception of Ugandan, showed that the large majority of SMEs owners (>70%) had no 
access to formal training institutions to acquire footwear making skills. Table 4 shows how the 
SMEs owners acquired their footwear making skills per country in relation to identified 
variable. For example, Uganda demonstrated high foot wear skills in comparison to other 
countries were sourced from the vocational training (66.7%) whilst Zimbabwe mostly 
acquiring the same skills highest in comparison to others from previous jobs (41.7%).  
 
Table 4. SME Owners Source of Acquiring Footwear Making Skills 
Countries 
Self–taught 
( %) 
From friends 
and family 
( %) 
From 
previous job 
( %) 
Vocational 
( %) 
Others 
( %) 
Total 
Burundi  - 44.4 22.2 33.3 - 100 
Kenya  20 50 - 30 - 100 
Rwanda  27.3 36.4 27.3 - 9.1 100 
Uganda  - - - 66.7 33.3 100 
Zimbabwe  25 12.5 41.7 12.5 8.3 100 
 
To further illustrate on the skills development and sourcing of footwear making, collective 
averages of all selected countries were evaluated and depicted based on order of importance 
(Figure 2) In general, the results showed that Friends, family and vocational training were 
pertinent sources of imparting prerequisite skills to SMEs in all the countries.  
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Figure 2: Overall Importance of Identified Sources of Footwear Making Skills  
 
The need to specialize in appropriate skills related to the leather sector  and acquire  
relevant qualifications is pivotal in the development of footwear and leather goods in the region 
as a whole. As a result skills developed on the general technological advances required will 
improve efficiency in leather processing and product development. Lin and Chunying (2010) 
and McEachern and Schroeder (2004) indicated that appropriate skill development and 
knowledgeability improves perceptibility, competitiveness and value addition to meet clientele 
satisfaction.  
 
3.2 SME Working Capital 
 
The majority of SME owners struggle to start their small business with the limited resources 
at their disposal. The dominance of individual meagre savings as a source of capital signifies 
the determination but in contrast the inherent inadequacy of resources owners of these SMEs 
experience. Moreover, the limited support and the unattractive  terms offered by the financial 
institutions is explained by the high interest rates chargeable, which are above 16% in the five 
countries currently covered in this study. Furthermore, stringent collateral requirements by the 
financial institutions attached to access such finances and considering  SMEs as high risk, 
deters recapitalization of leather related SMEs denying them growth and development.. This 
dilemma was also alluded to by the Second OECD conference (2004) which reported that 
SMEs, due to their size, are particularly constrained by limited access to finance. 
 
SMEs in Rwanda, however, seem better supported by financial Institutions. The Business 
Development Fund Ltd, a new company established to support SMEs in form of on and off 
farm Credit Guarantee, Lines of Credit, Matching Grants as well as Advisory Services, might 
have enhanced the SMEs opportunities to access credit facilities at affordable levels. Table 5 
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shows summary of SMEs owners‟ citations with respect to sources of their working capitals at 
country level and relating this to individual variables. For example, in Burundi the SMEs are 
directly dependent for NGOs (40%) support whilst Uganda relies more on „own saving‟ 
(77.8%) to recapitalize their enterprises.   
 
Table 5. Sources of Working Capital of   SMEs 
Countries 
Own 
Savings 
(% of 
respond
ents ) 
Retirement 
package 
(% of 
respondents
) 
Friends and 
relatives 
(% of 
respondents ) 
Financial 
Institution 
(% of 
respondents) 
NGO 
(% of 
responden
ts) 
Others 
(% of 
respondent
s) 
Burundi 20 10 10 20 40 - 
Kenya 60 - 10 30 - - 
Rwanda 28.6 - 14.3 57.1 - - 
Uganda 77.8 - - 11.1 11.1 - 
Zimbabwe 70 5 20 - - 5 
 
To provide a general holistic picture of capital sourcing by SMEs at a collective other than at 
country level, Figure 3 illustrates further the emerging trends. As such, overall when all the 
countries are included, the collective average strongly surpasses all other variables by 
strongly indicating that self-financing is key to the current recapitalization strategies of SMES 
in the regional perspective.  
 
Figure 3: Overall summary of working capital sources as collective average of all the 
five selected Countries. 
 
The importance of working capital is connected to productivity in all sectors geared towards 
sustainable development. In a classical research by Hirsch (1947), this notion is further 
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illustrated by him suggesting that establishing relationship between input and output in the 
perspective of considering capital, (among other aspects such as labour and consumer 
requirement) provides a more in-depth synthesis of productivity. 
 
The aspect of capital and how it impacts on productivity is so important that Young et al., 
(2008) stated that productivity rather than unilaterally looking at profits and revenue directly 
reflects on efficiency and effectiveness on enterprise policies and processes. Thus, for SMEs 
in the leather sector this will be different but unique in content and perspective.   
 
3.3 Availability of Machinery, Equipment and Tools 
 
Tools and machineries used by SMEs were very few in number and obsolete in all cases. The 
majority (>50% of the SMEs) of Kenya and Zimbabwe indicated that their tools and 
machineries are not reliable (Table 6). The functionality of the machineries and tools have 
considerable effect on the productivity and quality of the products to meet the expectation of 
clientele. Previous works also pointed out that integration of small scale producers into 
market is constrained by a host of factors of which technology is core (Khalique et al. 2011). 
 
Thus, SMEs should be facilitated and have their capacities enhanced in upgrading or 
acquiring newer machineries and tools to become competent and explore  the vast potential 
accruable in the intra and inter regional trade in COMESA and Africa as a whole. This 
propulsion in leather business could easily be achieved through governments, interphase with 
SMEs in the leather sector through incentivisation of appropriate fiscal policies. The 
specifically designed policies could address aspects of importation criterion of raw material to 
boost availability, levels of export restriction on raw materials to restrict flight of source material, 
encourage critical imports of spare parts and reconditioning of tools and machineries geared 
towards the leather sector to enhance their competitiveness (Mwinyihija, 2014b). Moreover, 
technological interventions (including reverse engineering prospects) are pivotal in 
addressing the underlying value addition initiatives that are pertinent in driving the region‟s 
desire to be a global player. Table 6 elucidates the status of the machinery and tools reliability 
in footwear production in the selected countries. Uganda indicated to have more reliable 
machinery and tool (85.7%) base compared to all others. Whilst Kenya and Zimbabwe were 
highest on unreliability of the machines and tools, yet with greater unexplored SMEs.  
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Table 6. Reliability of Machines and Tools for footwear Production (n=36) 
Countries Very reliable 
( %) 
Reliable 
( %) 
Not reliable 
( %) 
Kenya  1.1 33.3 55.6 
Rwanda 20 60 20 
Uganda - 85.7 14.3 
Zimbabwe - 42.9 57.1 
 
3.4 Access to Raw Materials 
 
With the exception of Kenya and Zimbabwe SMEs, the majority of Burundi, Rwanda and 
Ugandan SMEs travel to towns in neighboring countries to acquire raw materials (leather and 
most of the accessories) for their footwear production (Table 7).  One crucial factor 
contributing to the apparent differences in cost of production of footwear could be the 
non-availability of raw materials and accessories for footwear making in the local markets. 
 
Table 7.  Source of Raw Materials as cited by SME Owners (n=74) 
Countries 
Local 
Market 
( %) 
Nearby 
town   
( %) 
COMESA 
countries 
( %) 
Others 
( %) 
Total 
Burundi 41.7 8.3 50 - 100 
Kenya 80 10 - 10 100 
Rwanda 14.3 14.3 71.4  100 
Uganda 40 20 20 20 100 
Zimbabwe 72 8 16 4 100 
 
For countries that depend on the local market, e.g. Kenya (80%) and Zimbabwe (72%), they 
also act as exporter of finished leather and other accessories to Burundi, Rwanda and 
Uganda. As such, strengthening of these countries to provide large quantity of materials is 
essential. In most aspect the countries need to have capacities i.e. Skills to produce quality 
leather for getting better quality leather products. 
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Figure 4. Summary of  Raw Materials sourcing depicting SMEs engagement with 
various market levels.  
 
A total number of 136 citations were made by SMEs regarding challenges of acquisition of 
raw materials for their footwear production activities. Table 8 shows the distribution of the 
more frequently cited challenges. Price, poor quality and shortage in local market were the 
more frequently cited challenges in Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe (Table   
8). All the study countries taken together, poor quality was the most frequently cited challenge 
followed by shortage in the local market, price and limited variety in that order (Figure 4). 
 
Table 8.  Major Challenges for Procuring Raw materials as cited by SMEs 
Countries 
Price 
%) 
Transport 
( %) 
Poor quality 
( %) 
Shortage 
( %) 
Limited 
Variety 
( %) 
Total 
( %) 
Burundi 21.4 21.4 17.9 21.4 17.9 100 
Kenya 5.7 5.7 31.3 43.8 12.5 100 
Rwanda 21.4 14.3 35.7 21.4 7.1 100 
Uganda 26.9 11.5 22.2 23.1 19.2 100 
Zimbabwe 26.9 3.8 28.8 21.2 19.2 100 
 
Figure 5 illustrates the regional scenario with regard to the issues that are constraining SMEs 
with  raw materials procurements. Three main important issues were identified as poor 
quality, shortage in local market and high price. It is pertinent to note that an intervention, 
which groups SMEs into clusters that could lead to bulk procurement may completely mitigate 
against these issue. 
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Figure 5: Issues impacting on Raw materials in Five Countries 
 
The pinnacle observation concerning raw material supply both in relation to their quality and 
quantity available was critical in this study. This is further in tandem with studies by Sharma et 
al (2010) who emphasized on the need to have a strong supply of raw materials within and 
outside the business units to create competitive advantage, particularly when it concerns 
diversified value addition activities such as leather processing, leather goods and footwear 
manufacturing.   
  
3.5 Types of Footwear Produced and Productivity 
 
Summary of data on production performance of SMEs of men, ladies, school and sandal 
shoes in the study countries and the average selling prices at production units‟ gates levels 
are presented in Tables 9 and 10. In general shoes selling prices were lower for Kenya SMEs 
and highest in Rwanda (Tables 9 and 10).  
 
Table 9. Production of Men's and Ladies Shoes 
Countries 
Men shoe (pairs of shoe) Ladies shoe (pairs of shoe) 
Min. Max Mean± SD 
Selling price 
(in USD) 
Min. Max Mean ±SD 
Selling price 
(in USD) 
Kenya 15 20 27.5± 15.5 9.3±4.2 15 25 20±7.1 9.5±3.5 
Rwanda 10 50 30±28.3 45 15 20 17.5±3.5 33.8±15.9 
Uganda 4 100 26.8±41.5 35± 7.1 10 50 30±28.3 25±7.1 
Zimbabwe 3 30 10.18±8.5 29.9±4.9 3 40 14.1±13.5 24.9±5.7 
 
The overall average production per day and per SME for men and ladies shoes were 
respectively 18.9 ±22.7 and 27.8 ±43.3. The productivity per employee and per day was 3.4 
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pairs for men shoe and 5 pairs for ladies shoes. The overall average production per day and 
per SME for School shoe and sandals were, respectively, 26.5 ±33.5 and 25.5 ±21.3 with a 
productivity per employee of 4.8 for school shoe and 4.6 for sandals. These productivity 
levels were in agreement with previous reports. Mwinyihija (2014) reported SMEs shoe 
productivity of 3 to 5 pairs per day per person, which apparently is below the  breakeven 
points with emphasis that there is need to increase production to be over 12-15 pairs per day 
per person on average for sustained productivity . 
 
Table 10: Production of School Shoes and Sandals 
Countries 
School shoe (pairs of shoe) Sandals (pairs of shoe) 
Min. Max Mean ± SD Selling price 
(in USD) 
Min. Max Mean± SD Selling price 
(in USD) 
Burundi - - - - 5 13 10.5±3 10.3±4.8 
Kenya 80 100 90±14.1 7.5±0.7 20 150 55±48.1 5.7±2.2 
Rwanda     5 70 25.8±24.2 12±2.5 
Uganda 5 500 114.3±197.2 18.5±3.5 10 100 34.3±34.4 12±3.7 
Zimbabwe 3 40 12.8±11.2 18.3±4.1 5 50 16.5±11.8 10.8±1.2 
 
3.6 Main Inputs and Costing 
 
The majority of respondents (more than 80%) in each selected country in the study indicated 
that they do costing of their products before production. However business record keeping 
was not a common practice in nearly half of the SMEs in Burundi and Zimbabwe (Table 11), 
which creates a dilemma on the SMEs costing and pricing management approach. 
  
Table 11. Summary of Response of SMEs regarding their Products Costing and 
Business Keeping Activities 
Variable 
Burundi 
(N=6) 
Kenya 
(N=9) 
Rwanda 
(N=6) 
Uganda 
(N=9) 
Zimbabwe 
(N=19) 
Do you do costing before 
production? [% yes] 
83.33 88.89 100 88.89 84.2 
Do you keep business 
records? [% yes] 
50 66.67 100 100 52.63 
 
The main inputs used in the production of footwear are leather, soles, glue and other 
accessories. The direct material cost of the different types of shoes produced by SMEs are 
presented in tables 12 to 14. Leather and sole were representing major cost items for all shoe 
categories. In men‟s shoe production the cost share of leather ranged from 47.6% (for 
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Rwanda) to 53.1% (for Zimbabwe) while that of sole was 15.9% (Rwanda) to 30.2 
(Zimbabwe)(Table 13). As to the total cost of production of men‟s shoe the difference between 
study countries was considerable with least cost per pair of shoe was observed in Kenya 
($US 8.51) and the highest in Uganda ($ US 16.03). From this observation what can be said 
is that any wastage or poor utilization of leather could have considerable effect on the profit 
margin of the products. This includes variations in associated costs of production which have 
considerable influence on the competitiveness of the SMEs in the market. 
 
Table 12: Cost of Production of Men's Shoes 
Countries 
Leather cost per pair of shoe Accessories cost per pair of shoe in USD 
Total 
cost 
($US) 
Leather 
per pair 
(in sqft) 
Price 
per 
sqft 
Leather 
Cost 
($US) 
Sole 
($US) 
Insole 
($US) 
S hanks 
($US) 
Glue 
($US) 
*Others 
($US) 
Kenya 2.45 1.67 4.1(48.2) 1.5(17.6) 0.67(7.9) 0.19(2.2) 0.73(8.6) 1.34(15.7) 8.51 
Rwanda 3 2.11 6.3(47.6) 2.1(15.9) 1.95(14.7) 0.75(5.7) 0.75(5.7) 1.34(10.1) 13.23 
Uganda 2.7 2.86 7.7 (48) 4.6(28.7) 0.74(4.6) 0.21(1.3) 1.42(8.9) 1.34(8.4) 16.03 
Zimbabwe 2.63  3 7.9(53.1) 4.5(30.2) 0.58(3.9) 0.39(2.6) 0.24(1.6) 1.34(9)   14.89 
*:  Toe Puff front, Back counter, Shoelaces, Eyelets, Machine Thread, Sock Lining, Polish 
and color Figures within brackets show percentage of the total cost 
 
Table 13 illustrates details of cost of production of school shoes in the five study countries.  
Price per square feet of leather for school shoe was highest in Uganda and least in Kenya but 
the quantity of leather used for a pair of school shoe in Rwanda was as high as twice that of 
other study countries and consequently the cost of production in Rwanda was highest. During 
the study, collected data indicated that  Kenya was  more competitive with a least 
production cost (US$ 7.08). School shoe production was identified as an area influenced with  
high market demand. As such it posed an important footwear sub-sector that requires 
appropriate policy and technological intervention to reduce the production costs to enhance 
competitiveness at this level.  
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Table 13. Cost of Production School Shoe 
Countries 
Leather (in sqft) Accessories Total 
cost 
($US) 
Mean Price 
/Sqft 
Total cost 
($US) 
Sole 
($US) 
Insole 
($US) 
Shank 
($US) 
Glue 
($US) 
*Others 
($US) 
Kenya 1.7 1.67 2.9 (41) 1.8(25.4) 0.67 (10) 0.19(2.7) 0.36(5.5) 1.2(16.4) 7.08 
Rwanda 4 1.95 7.8(60) 2.1(16.1) 0.45(3.4) 0.75(5.8) 0.75(5.8) 1.16(8.9) 13.01 
Uganda 2.38  2.4 5.7(51.2) 2.2(19.7) 0.55(4.9) 0.21(1.9) 1.32(11.8) 1.16(10.4) 11.14 
Zimbabwe 2.04  2.13 4.4(40.4) 4.0(37.8) 0.59(5.4) 0.44(4) 0.31(2.8) 1.16(10.7) 10.88 
*:  Toe Puff front, Back counter, Shoelaces, Eyelets, Machine Thread, Sock Lining, Polish 
and color Figures within brackets show percentage of the total cost 
 
Table 14 shows production cost details of sandals. Despite differences in cost of leather, the 
total production cost of sandals were much closer to each other between study countries.  
 
Table 14: Cost of Production Sandals 
Countries 
Leather (in sqft) Accessories 
Total 
Cost 
($US) 
Mean 
(SD) 
Av. 
Price 
/Sqft 
Total cost 
($US) 
Sole 
($US) 
Insole 
($US) 
Glue 
($US) 
*Others 
($US) 
Burundi 1.17  2.27  2.65(37.2) 2.27(31.6) 1.4(19.5) 0.51(7.1) 0.35(4.9) 7.18 
Kenya 1.3  1.73 2.25(39.9) 2.68(47.3) - 0.39(6.9) 0.35(6.2) 5.67 
Rwanda 2.1  2.11 4.43(52.1) 2.71(31.8) 0.45(5.3) 0.57(6.7) 0.35(4.1) 8.51 
Uganda 1.67  2.524 4.21(53.2) 1.35(17.1) 0.67(8.5) 1.33(16.8) 0.35(4.4) 7.91 
Zimbabwe 1.56  1.80 2.81(46.4) 2.05(33.8) 0.5(8.3) 0.35 (5.8) 0.35(5.8) 6.06 
*:  Polish and color; Figures within brackets show percentage of the total cost 
 
3.7 Gross Margins of SMEs per Pair of Footwear 
 
The viability of a business enterprise depends, among other aspects,  its ability to yield 
gross margin that could produce enough cash for procurement of raw materials , payment of 
employees and resultant  expenses. Any business that is unable to produce more cash than 
it consumes will become unfeasible and therefore unstainable. Thus, the higher the gross 
margin, the larger the profit. The lower the gross profit margin, the smaller the amount of cash 
available to fund business operations and investment in future growth. Table 15 shows 
differences between countries in gross margin. Profit margins are relatively small for Kenyan 
SMEs in all men‟s, school and sandals shoes more likely due to high competition between 
large numbers of SMEs.  The enterprises in Rwanda were generating a minimum and a 
maximum gross profit margin of 41.01 and 240.14 percent per pair respectively, for sandals 
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and Men‟s shoe. Margins in Uganda and Zimbabwe range, respectively 51.71 to 118.34 and 
68.2 to 100.81.  
 
Table 15.  Gross Profit Margin per Pair 
Country 
Shoe type Production 
cost per unit 
(US$) 
Ex-factory 
Price 
per Unit (US$) 
Gross 
Profit per 
Unit (US$) 
Gross 
Margin (%) 
Burundi Sandals 7.18 10.33 3.15 43.87 
Kenya 
Men Shoe 8.51 9.32 0.81 9.52 
School shoe 6.23 7.5 1.27 20.39 
Sandals 5.67 5.7 0.03 0.53 
Rwanda 
Men Shoe 13.23 45 31.77 240.14 
School shoe 13.03    
Sandals 8.51 12.0 3.49 41.01 
Uganda 
Men Shoe 16.03 35 18.97 118.34 
Scholl shoe 11.14 18.5 7.36 66.07 
Sandals 7.91 12 4.09 51.71 
Zimbabwe 
Men Shoe 14.89 29.9 15.01 100.81 
Scholl shoe 10.88 18.3 7.42 68.20 
Sandals 6.06 10.8 4.74 78.22 
 
3.8 Challenges Undermining the Performance of SMEs Business 
 
Interviewed SMEs made 179 citations of challenges that affect the running of their footwear 
manufacturing businesses. Table 16 shows the summary of the citations by country. Working 
capital was cited most frequently in four out of the five study countries. However there were 
some difference between countries on the frequency of citations of other challenges (Table 
16). Figure 6 shows the combined frequencies of all citation by the participants of the five 
study countries. When finance (working capital), poor equipment, lack of technical support 
and work space were compared,  the most frequently cited was as indicated in descending 
order (i.e. first to fourth position) in that order.  
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Table 16. Challenges of running Business as cited by SMES Owner by Country (n=179) 
Countries 
W.C 
( %) 
Poor Equip. 
( %) 
Electricity 
( %) 
Work space 
( %) 
Water  
( %) 
Lack of Tech. 
Support 
( %) 
Competition 
( %) 
Others 
( %) 
Total 
( %) 
Burundi 19.4  19.4  16.1  16.1  3.2 16.1  6.5 3.2 100 
Kenya 21.1 18.4 7.9 18.4 - 15.8 13.2 5.3 100 
Rwanda 18.2 22.7 9.1 18.2 - 18.2 13.6 - 100 
Uganda 28.6 14.3 19 4.8 - 19 14.3 - 100 
Zimbabw
e 
25.4 22.4 7.5 13.4 1.5 14.9 13.4 1.5 100 
Nb: W.C.: working capital, Poor Equip.: poor equipment, Lack of Tech. support: lack of 
technical support 
 
Figure 6 summarizes the main issues impacting on the performance of SMEs in the five 
countries. Finance, poor equipment and lack of technical support, emerge as the main 
constraints hindering the growth and competitiveness of the SMEs. Energy shortages were 
also indicated as one of the major impediments to growth of SMEs. The UNIDO Evaluation 
Group (2013) reported similar finding for Kenya.  
 
The challenges, have forced most of the SMEs to produce below breakeven point, low quality 
and standard of products, thus rendering uncompetitive in face of competition from large 
companies and also imports. Harnessing of technology acquisition and transfer, research and 
development, appropriate policies and investment are important aspects that need to be 
considered for leather sector competitiveness (Mwinyihija, 2014b). These issues should be 
addressed by setting up services centers, which will also manage a revolving fund for the 
benefit of SMEs. 
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NB: P. Equip.: poor equipment; Lack of Tech..: lack of technical support 
Figure 6 . Challenges of running SME business as cited by SMEs Owners 
 
3.9 Major Challenges impacting the overall performance of SMEs  
 
Table 14 presents the summary of challenges limiting the performance of SMEs as cited and 
ranked by the respondents. Only challenges with higher frequency of citations from each 
study country were put together and presented in percentages for comparative assessment 
between countries. Footwear making machineries problem was the top ranked constraint in 
Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda. This is in agreement with what was reported by 
Sanjaya and Pietrobelli (2002) who reported that technological capabilities which largely 
explain the dynamism of the manufacturing sector were relatively low and stagnant in Africa.  
Decvenx and Spies, 2012 further concurred most of the observations related to this study and 
concluded that well managed SMEs are a panacea to growth of agro based sectors. 
Zimbabwe SMEs  put working capital  problem in first position (27.8%). Although there 
were some differences in the ranking of the challenges. However, the overall trends in the 
type of challenges identified and their importance remained comparable between counties. 
This observation shows that, irrespective of the importance attributed to the leather sector, 
countries that had dire lack of services and reliable facilities requires to focus on 
strengthening the SME sector to realize the benefit they can accrue to the overall  
development of the leather industry. 
 
 
Table 17. Major Challenges of SMEs as cited and ranked by the respondents (n=160) 
Variable 
Burundi 
(%) 
Kenya 
(%) 
Rwanda 
(%) 
Uganda 
(%) 
Zimbabwe
(%) 
Total 
(%) 
0
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Constraints for Runnig SME 
Business
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Variable 
Burundi 
(%) 
Kenya 
(%) 
Rwanda 
(%) 
Uganda 
(%) 
Zimbabwe
(%) 
Total 
(%) 
Financial problem (Working 
capital) 
8 24.2 4.2 4.2 27.8 68.4 
Market access problem 20 9.1 4.2 4.2 11.1 48.6 
Inadequate/absence of 
machineries 
40 30.3 20.8 29.2 24.1 144.4 
Import tax - - 8.3 - - 8.3 
Shoe last and other 
accessories 
8 3 16.7 - - 27.7 
Working space inadequacy - 12.1 - - 13 25.1 
Raw materials problem 
(quality, availability, cost) 
4 9.1 20.8 25 13 71.9 
Skilled manpower shortage - 6.1 4.2 8.3 1.9 20.5 
Lack of technical support 8 6.1 4.2 4.2 3.7 26.2 
lack of training opportunity 8 - 8.3 - 1.9 18.2 
Inadequacy of working Tools - - 4.2 12.5 3.7 20.4 
Transport problem - -  8.3  8.3 
Unfair Competition from 
imported second hand and 
Synthetic products 
- - 4.2 4.2 - 8.4 
Lack of Service Center 4 - - - - 4 
Total 100 100 100 100 100  
 
Figure 7 presents the summary of challenges for all study countries taken together. The most 
frequently cited challenges ranking from first to fourth position in the overall mean were, in 
general, similar to each country‟s most frequently cited challenges. This shows similarity of 
SMEs problems between countries and also in agreement with the observed challenges 
during SMEs production units visits.  
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Figure 7: Overall Constraints 
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
It can be concluded that the leather shoe manufacturing performance of SMEs in terms of 
productivity and quality has depicted some conspicuous progress. However, the need to 
refocus and strategize the SME ability to manage its productivity and adaption of appropraie 
technology is paramount. All this is feasible taking cognizance of the unexplored capacity and 
market demand for footwear that exists in COMESA and within the individual countries 
themselves.  The emergent issues that were identified by the participants during the study 
such as  machineries, raw materials, financial and market problems as major challenges by 
nearly all the SMEs, in the present study, clearly showed the seriousness of the problem and 
interventions required to revitalize the SMEs.  Part of the solutions for the sustainable 
development of the SMEs includes address establishment of  service centers, affordable 
credit facilitation, market access and linkages and information access from the vital players of 
the leather sector. Moreover, the importance of government interphase with SMEs in creating 
enabling environment of operation through appropriate policies towards its sustained growth 
cannot be overemphasized.  In light of the prevailing global economic situation, expecting 
the establishment of large shoe factories to satisfy the growing demand of footwear in the 
region is highly unlikely. Thus the reliance of SMEs  to supply footwear and increase 
employment opportunities in COMESA region is opportune with an ever growing demand .  
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